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mission today

“Send us

brothers and
sisters”
Michel de Verteuil CSSp

I

consider it a privilege to have been associated with VICS
almost from its origins — mainly through seminars and
study sessions both in the Caribbean and in Canada. I have
also worked with several generations of volunteers in various
territories of the Caribbean.
Though VICS is unique, with its own history and special
spirit, it is part of a worldwide movement, one of a large network of similar organizations in the Catholic Church today.
I feel that through them God is speaking a word to the rest
of the church and especially to those of us who belong to
traditional missionary orders.

Lay volunteers

Dan Post – Tonga
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There is first the fact that VICS is a lay organization. This does
not mean that all its members are lay. Its founder and two
directors for many years were priests and neither they nor the
volunteers experienced this as an anomaly. Besides, there have
always been some volunteers who belong to religious orders.
What makes VICS lay is that it is committed to working
in mainly secular activities: teaching, nursing, agriculture,
engineering and so on.
Some might wonder where such an organization fits into
the church’s mission. But it has always been a central element
of our Catholic tradition that the mission of Jesus, and therefore of the Church, is concerned with the whole spectrum of
human living.
Jesus came into the world to create “a new heaven and a
new earth.” Our church has been careful to interpret this
expression correctly. On the one hand we cannot say of any

earthly kingdom that it was what Jesus wanted to establish on
earth. The new heavens and the new earth remain beyond the
possibilities of the present time. On the other hand the will
of Jesus was (and still is) to establish a new kind of society
here on earth. Recent popes have called it a new civilization
of love.
This holistic understanding of the Christian vocation is
seen in the monasteries. From the time of St. Benedict and
continuing throughout the history of our church, monasteries
have been communities where not merely prayer but every
area of human living flourished — agriculture, art, architecture and science.
Today, every church community is called to be a community of wholesome human living, based at every level on the
values of Jesus. Our “apartness” is not physical like the traditional monastery, but cultural. The values of Jesus are what
should set us apart.
Such communities have a double need — competent
persons with right values. No matter how competent people

It has always been a central
element of our Catholic tradition
that the mission of Jesus,
and therefore of the Church,
is concerned with the whole
spectrum of human living.
are, they give a counter-testimony to the message of Jesus if
they accept the false values of the prevailing culture — unbridled competition, individualism, no dialogue with nature. But
they also give a counter testimony if they have right values
but are not competent — if their houses are not sturdy, their
students cannot pass examinations, their medical facilities are
not adequate, or their farms do not produce good food.
Of course, there can be no truly wholesome living if the
spiritual needs of members are not being met — inner freedom, how to deal with failure, the ability to communicate
with God and with others. Attending to these spiritual needs
is an essential part of any human community and it too needs
competence and right values.
Generally speaking, the Catholic missionary movement
has had this holistic approach. Missionaries have not only
attended to spiritual needs, they have set up schools of all
kinds, hospitals, credit unions and cooperative farms.
A Church organization like VICS, composed of professionals with right values, is therefore fully part of the Church’s
mission.

Cliff Suntjens – Ethiopia

Myra Bates – Cameroon
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Invited volunteers

Joyce de Gooijer – Tanzania

Another feature of VICS, which I find very significant, is that
volunteers are invited by a third world country and they stay
for only as long as they are asked to. There is no prior decision
that they should go somewhere, or once there, that they
should stay as long as they want to. Some stay for many years,
but on the terms of the host country. It seems to me that
the traditional missionary orders have much to learn from
volunteers here.
This was the attitude which Jesus wished to inculcate in
the instructions he gave to his first missionaries: they were
to carry a minimum of baggage and if they entered a house
anywhere they must “stay there until they left the district.”
It was the attitude of Jesus himself. One of the striking
things about him is how often he had meals in the homes of

Remembering Michel
Lucy Klein-Gebbinck, VICS volunteer

M

ichel de Verteuil is one of the major
influences in my life. I knew him
through a narrow lens — primarily
through VICS and the Spiritan Mission Institute that used to be held in Trinidad. Michel
facilitated these mission institutes.
There we met people actively involved in
the ministry of the Catholic Church; we met
other Christians along with Hindus and Muslims, all of whom make up the rich tapestry of
inter-religious life in Trinidad. We met politicians, poets, musicians. We visited the panyard and were entranced with the music of the
steel drum. We heard reggae and calypso,
meeting some of the top musicians of the day.
We loved the food and imbibed plenty of the
local brew. We visited families and stayed with
them over a weekend, humbled and enriched
with their generous hospitality. We listened to
one person’s experience of being Black in a
global culture that mostly values White.
Michel invited us to enter fully into everything: listen deeply to all that was offered,
engage the questions put before us, be open
to new insights and ways of being in our contemporary world. Who I am today is so shaped
by what I learned back then.

Traditional Catholics
I come from a rather traditional Catholic background. We were raised to obediently follow
the rules, to listen to “Father,” or to “Sister,”
who surely knew more about the path to God
than the rest of us mere mortals. As a young
person I had questions, plenty of them, especially because most of my friends were not
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Catholic. I wanted to understand their traditions — though I confess I maintained a sense
that being Catholic was still better or “most
right”. It distressed Mom and Dad that I
wanted to go to a Protestant church and
experience their Sunday worship.
So, when we went to Trinidad
and were immersed in a program that exposed us to all
manner of experience where
the “rightness” of being
Catholic was viewed very
differently, it was quite
an eye-opener. I remember
one time going up to
Michel with Mia, my sister,
and asking in great trepidation, “What if all this stuff (of
church) is myth?” “Of course!”
he said like that was the most
ordinary, obvious thing in the world,
“Of course it’s all myth!” That was a
wow moment — a seminal moment of claiming inner freedom to dare to ask questions.

Deepening our questions about God
When we returned from our VICS overseas
experience, we would have annual reunions
and for many years Michel facilitated those
gatherings, leading us to continue deepening
the questions: Who is Jesus? Who is he in and
for our times? How does his life make a difference to how we live in the world? How does
Scripture open up insights for living in a way
that nourishes our call to participate in and
build the reign/kingdom of God here and now

— a reign that includes in a special way those
at the margins?
I loved how Michel led the group, welcomed questions, created an atmosphere
where it was safe to explore ideas we
had been raised to think were
“heretical”. He encouraged us to
ask them! If, in our reflections,
we fell back on a certain
“piousness”, Michel would
simply shrug his shoulders,
and say gently in that lovely
Trinidadian lilt, “That’s for
the birds.” And he would
draw us back to our God
incarnate among us, present in each culture of the
world: a God who knew the
struggles of humanity, suffered
them with us, longed for a world
where all people, all life are
included at the table of creation; a God
who, in Jesus, offers a vision for life where all
can live in justice and peace; a God who calls
us each to contribute to such a kin-dom;
a truly radical God.

We find God in daily life
Looking back, I see anew that whereas we had
been taught a dualistic view of spirituality,
Michel helped us to see that spirit-life and
human-life are inextricably linked. God so
loved the world that S/he took on human
flesh. We find God in the midst of daily life
with all its joys and messes. Michel helped me
to understand that the whole world is our

others. This is clearly symbolic: the whole mystery of the
Incarnation can be summed up as God entering into the
territory of another and adapting to it.

Volunteers not missionaries
One of the things I have learned about VICS volunteers over
the years is that they don’t like being called “missionaries”.
The founder was prescient when he preferred to call them
“volunteers”.
Some people find the avoidance of the word “missionary”
unfortunate. It is a very old Christian word, they feel, going
back to the New Testament and one that has had a glorious
history.
It seems to me, however, that the volunteers are making
a very important point. Since the colonial era the word

sanctuary. It is in the world that we find God.
All is sacrament.
Michel was very shaped by Vatican II and
he believed firmly in Church as “the people of
God.” His whole life was dedicated to empowering the laity. I loved to hear him speak of
study groups he facilitated In these groups he
taught lectio divina, helping to revive an old
tradition of praying with Scripture. He encouraged people to study the rich traditions within
the Catholic church, calling us back to writings of mystics such as Catherine of Siena.
In these groups Michel wasn’t the guru
with all the input or answers. Rather, he
encouraged people to go deeply within and
find connections between what they were
reading and the reality of their own lives. It
was empowering, life-giving adult faith formation and it could be downright political.

our lives and listening and responding to what
God dreams with us for the fullness of life.

So ordinary, so human, so real
I loved how Michel was so ordinary, so human,
so real. At the same time, I smile to remember
how he could seem like such an absentminded professor. I have a sweet memory of
him driving Mia, Johanna — another VICS
volunteer — and myself around Port of Spain
looking for an ice-cream cone at midnight.

Michel helped us to see
that spirit-life and
human-life are
inextricably linked.

“We are all theologians”
Michel’s teaching style was dialogic. He never
deviated from that. I loved it. After every
reunion I would return to my home place
renewed, encouraged and empowered. While
maintaining respect for the work of theologians, he debunked the idea that theology was
only for theologians. “We are all theologians,”
he would reiterate. I took it to mean that we
all have experiences of God that are rich and
meaningful and we can trust ourselves to
explore them and discover insights with power
and meaning for our personal lives and for our
world.
When Michel started out with this work,
not many lay people were confident with such
reflective processes. Yet, today lay people are
among the major contributors to theological
discourse. I love to see this. It does not take
an expert to do this work. It takes paying
attention to what is happening in the stuff of

We didn’t find a place, but we had great conversation — his love of Trinidad so apparent
throughout.
I loved how, through the back and forth dialogue at our reunions, he helped me take on
an understanding of God who was earthy, vulnerable, poignantly human. I loved the skills
we learned like lectio divina and social analysis. I loved how Michel was always so interested in us VICS, in our families and our life
stories. I loved to hear that it was such a high
point for him to come to our VICS reunions.
The mutuality of our learning and growing in
faith was touching. I smile to remember how
he would often say something was “touching.”
When I hear myself use it (which truth be told
is often) I hear Michel’s own voice.
I loved to witness the friendship between
himself and Dermot Doran, another profound

Myriam Antaki – Bolivia

mentor in my life. When Michel had his stroke
in Toronto, dropping on a city street, sans
identification — thus for several days a John
Doe in St Michael’s Hospital, it was Dermot
who was there at his side … encouraging,
challenging, cajoling his brother back to life.
Life after the stroke wasn’t easy, and sometimes I wonder if Michel would rather have
died. Diminishment is not an easy journey.
Yet when I saw a video of his 80th birthday
— or was it his 50th anniversary as a priest? I
don’t remember any more — and witnessed
Michel being so honored by many from his
various circles of communities, it was indeed
touching. He had made quite a significant
recovery from his stroke and he spoke movingly and humbly in response to all the accolades given.

“A mighty tree has fallen!”
Recently I was at a conference where I met a
Sister, originally from Grenada and currently
living in Trinidad. Over supper one evening,
I asked her about many of the people whom I
had met in Trinidad. We spent a good chunk
of time remembering Michel and the contribution he made to the church of the Caribbean.
The memories were so vivid. At one point she
exclaimed, “It’s like you were there last week!”
I sent along a note with her to take to Michel
whom she would see the day after returning to
the Islands. I hope it made him smile as much
as the reminiscing made me smile!
When I heard that Michel died, the first
thought that came to mind was, “A mighty
tree has fallen!” I learned this from our Sisters
who lived in Ghana — it is what people say
when a great chief dies. Oh yes, Michel,
“A mighty tree has fallen!” I am the richer for
having known you and grateful for the many
ways in which you have gifted my life. n
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“missionary” has become linked with colonialism. The volunteers for their part are insistent that they come to a different
culture in a spirit of respectful dialogue and they want no part
of anything which will compromise that.
I remember reading an account of a missionary convention
in Europe at which a young African exclaimed, “Please don’t
send us missionaries, send us brothers and sisters.”
Individual missionaries might insist that they have nothing
to do with the colonial system, but even they must be sensitive
to the historical link. Besides, my experience is that there are
still missiologies being articulated and practised in our Church
which are “colonial” in the sense that they are condescending
towards third world cultures.

The missionary orders
The question now arises: what is the relationship between
organizations like VICS and religious orders like the Spiritans
which have been specialists in missionary work and have for
many years been mainly responsible for that work in the
church?
As I have indicated, we who belong to the orders have
much to learn and what we learn should influence how we

Dr. Ring De Ciman – Ghana

We do what we have to do
and leave the future
in God’s hands.
approach our missionary work. We may have to change traditional ways of doing things, for example, how we allocate
personnel to third world countries.
On the other hand, a religious order is a different kind of
organization, which has its own contribution to make to the
church. For one thing, the members make a lifetime commitment to the order, irrespective of the work they are engaged
in. This gives a special characteristic to our vocation.
Every organization has difficulty preserving its identity
while at the same time adapting to new realities. It is especially difficult for us since the understanding of missionary
work has changed so radically in recent years.
My feeling however is that since a religious order is always
a gift from God, its members must not expend any great
energy in self-preservation. We do what we have to do and
leave the future in His hands.
One thing we can be confident of, and humbly grateful for,
is that God has used our congregation to do many wonderful
tings, and one of these wonderful things he has done through
the TransCanada Province was giving birth to VICS. n

Amanda Procter – Nicaragua
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Reprinted from Spiritan, August 1995.

